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Social and political considerations for 
fish passage in the age of Asian carp 
Denny Caneff, Executive Director 
River Alliance of Wisconsin  
2014 Engineering Eco-hydraulics and 
Fish Passage Conference 
Madison, WI     June 2014 
But this story is not 
REALLY about Asian 
Carp  
 
Nor fisheries biology, nor 
hydrology, or hydraulics, 
engineering or power generation. 
 
 
It’s about words:  words said and 
unsaid, words “understood” in 
too many ways by different 
people, words that should be 
there, but are not. 
 
 
Bighead carp found below Prairie du Sac dam, 2011 
The setting:  fish passage (sturgeon, 
paddlefish) at a hydroelectric dam on the 
Wisconsin River  
• Prairie du Sac dam (100 
years old this year), at 
Sauk-Prairie Wisconsin, 
90 miles from 
Mississippi confluence. 
 
• The players:  Alliant 
Energy (public utility), 
WI DNR, U.S. Fish & 
Wildlife Service, River 
Alliance of WI 
Thumbnail history of fish passage at 
Prairie du Sac 
• 2002 – dam is re-licensed, 
fish passage NOT required.  
(FERC said “not 
warranted.”) 
 
• But FERC signs off on 
USFWS recommendation 
for Section 18 fish passage 
prescription. 
 
• It’s fair to say Alliant is not 
pleased. 
2003 – 2008 progress: 
Methodical at best, excruciatingly slow at 
worst 
2009 – Things Began to Move Again 
“AE said that now that the field studies are 
winding down, they need to begin an 
aggressive schedule to get upstream 
and downstream fish passage 
structures designed so they can 
complete construction by December 
2012, the FERC deadline….  
 
It is evident to me from the aggressive 
schedule laid out that this project is 
once again on track.”    (From River Alliance 
hydro consultant Jim Fossum’s notes June 16, 2009) 
Other Important Moves: 
 
Scott Wilson named dam 
manager 
 
Kleinschmidt named 
consulting firm 
2010 – More good progress 
A significant document 
(since “gone missing”): 
 
30% conceptual design 
 
2010 – More good progress 
Meanwhile….. 
• Alliant attempts to limit 
River Alliance’s role – no 
help from WNDR 
• Tough technical details 
continue to get 
hammered out 
• NO local public 
education about fish 
passage is happening. All 
those salmon movies will 
have their effect.  
 
2012 -- derailment 
• Agencies agree to an extension (from 
December 2012 to July 2015) 
 
• Then came the wording problem 
:….we do 
not agree 
that the 
operation 
of the fish 
passage 
and sorting 
facility is an 
agency 
respon-
sibility……” 
2013 – Alliant launches its campaign
  
Jan. 2013 letter to USFWS Director – wants out 
of the fish passage requirement, saying: 
 
“Asian carp are invading,” and 
 
 “Today, Asian carp are at the base of the PDS 
dam.” (emphasis original) 
 
Alliant Energy…..  
  
Public campaign that went to state 
legislators, Wisconsin congressional 
delegation, community groups. 
 
NO mention of DNR’s PdS AIS prevention 
plan, NO mention  of the  low numbers of 
carp found in the Lower Wisconsin below 
the dam (11 since 2011). 
 
Panicked:  “Alliant, as the licensee, is 
responsible for operation of the fish 
passage.” (DNR/FWS  Aug. 2012 letter). 
 
It is not unreasonable to read this and 
think, “Oh, they want Alliant employees 
to handle fish!”  (not to mention liability) 
 
Fish passage is stalled at PdS, pending 
USFWS Environmental Assessment. 
 
It “infected” a totally separate fish 
passage project (on Menominee River) – 
but we’ve moved on. (See Session A5 and 
A6 at this conference today.) 
That AIS prevention report that went 
missing 
Language 
developed for 
“fish passage 
operations” 
by North 
American 
Hydro, WDNR, 
MI DNR, 
USFWS, River 
Alliance of WI 
(July 2013) 
Lessons Learned to 
Prevent  Future Fireworks 
 
  We should not expect utility 
employees to be handling fish.  Is this 
all that radical an idea?  If it isn’t, then 
create the language that spells it out. 
 
At Menominee R. fish passage – a 
lesson from the sea lamprey.  
 
Public education is essential – early 
and often.  There is NO fish ladder. 
 
Sturgeon are important even if they 
can’t be harvested.   
 
Healthy rivers are resilient rivers.  
Rivers are made healthy when native 
species can thrive.  Sturgeon should 
once again thrive in all  Wisconsin 
rivers where they can be practically 
moved around hydro dams, even in 
the age of Asian carp.  
 
 
 
